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PRAISE FOR

COOKIE CUTTERS & SLED RUNNERS

“Soup-to-nuts fun, with plenty of heart and a dash of race-paced excitement!”

—Martha Freeman, author of the Secret Cookie Club series

“The characters leap off the page in this delightful story of friendship, loyalty, and fresh-baked cookies. Add in a complicated narrator, an unusual sport, and some adorable dogs, and you have the recipe for an irresistible read!”

—Kate Hannigan, author of the Cupcake Cousins series

“Author Natalie Rompella presents flawed but lovable characters with issues familiar to all middle school survivors—changing friendships, tricky teachers, and parental expectations. At the same time, she doesn’t sugarcoat the challenge of living with obsessive compulsive disorder. To face her problems, OCD included, Ana needs a ton of bravery, a lot of determination, and a sprinkling of kindness from her friends. Grab a cookie and curl up with a furry friend to read this gem.”

—Beth Vrabel, author of Caleb and Kit, Pack of Dorks, and A Blind Guide to Stinkville

“It is always a delight to see OCD addressed in junior fiction, and Rompella handles it perfectly in this fun and accessible story of friendship and its many challenges and rewards. Readers will connect immediately with Ana, not to mention the novel’s great message: that we are all a little weird until you get to know us, and that’s what makes life interesting.”

—Wesley King, author of OCDaniel

“A sweet and satisfying tale that will help kids find ways to tackle their own challenges.”

—Lisa Ann Scott, author of School of Charm, Back on the Map, and the Enchanted Pony Academy series

“Wonderful representation of OCD and a refreshingly unique take on the ‘adjusting to middle school and changing friendships’ storyline! . . . Highly, highly recommend for elementary and middle school collections.”

—The Loud Library Lady
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To my fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Jaronik.



Chapter 1

It was the last day of summer: the last full day Lily and I could spend together creating new recipes before middle school got in the way.

Popcorn Cake . . . Purple Raspberry Pudding . . . Brownies with a Gummy-Bear Glaze . . . I flipped to an empty page in my recipe binder and added our latest creation: Sprinkle-Cake Cookies.

“Mmmm, these are delish!” Lily gushed, tasting one before they even cooled. “Ana, you have to try one.” She slid a cookie onto a plate for me.

After washing my hands, I grabbed a fork and knife and sat down. I cut off a small piece and slid it carefully into my mouth, as if it were something fancy, delicate, and French.

“Well, what do you think?” Lily asked.

I smiled and nodded. Soft like cake, but still chewy like a cookie. The sprinkles—Lily’s idea—added a nice crunch and made the cookies look festive.

“These are really good,” I said. “And just what our cookbook needs. Maybe we can add a chapter called ‘Colorful Creations.’”

“Totally,” she said, closing her binder and smiling. “So . . . cookies are done. Ready to look at our schedules?”

Lily had gotten back from summer camp late the night before, and even though we were both dying to know what classes we had, we’d promised to wait until we were together to open the schedules the school had sent us. But when she had gotten to my house, I couldn’t bring myself to look. We had to make some comfort food first.

I got us each two more cookies, and we sat at the kitchen table.

“On the count of three, let’s open them,” Lily said.

I gulped. No more stalling.

“One, two, three!”

As I carefully slid my finger under the flap of my envelope, Lily ripped into hers.

Before I could even pull out my schedule, she started jumping up and down like a game-show contestant. “I got Ms. Meyer for first period!”

Everybody knew Ms. Meyer was the best teacher at Jefferson. Not only was she super nice, but she let her students drink flavored water in class and made hot chocolate for them in the winter.

I slid my schedule out of its envelope. Please, please be the same as Lily’s!

HOMEROOM/PERIOD 1: ENGLISH . . . My gaze slid across the paper. MR. CREED.

Who?

“Never heard of him,” Lily said, reading over my shoulder. “Guy teachers are usually really cool and funny, though.” She took a bite of her cookie and added, “And maybe he’ll be cute.” I made a face, and she shrugged. “Let’s see what classes we have together.”

She had science when I had math, math when I had PE, PE when I had science . . .

“Seriously?” Lily said. “Well, at least we have lunch together, right?”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to keep my voice from quivering, “but we’ll be separated for all of our classes.” What could be worse than middle school without Lily? We had been in the same class since second grade.

Neither of us knew what to say, so we sat in silence for a minute, gloomily eating our cookies.

Then Lily got up and poured herself more milk. “These cookies are good, but they make me thirsty. Maybe we can add to the recipe, ‘Serve with a tall glass of milk.’ What do you think?”

I blinked at her. That was it? She was already over it?

I looked down at my lap. With my thumb, I began writing A’s on the palm of my other hand to calm my nerves. How could I possibly go into sixth grade alone? What if I never even found any of my classrooms? Or I got lost in the hall where the eighth graders were? A, A, A.

And then there were the problems I worried about every year: What if I noticed my chair had dirt on it? Or the teacher wanted to shake my hand? What if I needed to wash my hands, but the bathroom was super far away?

If Lily and I were in classes together, she could block me while I wiped off my chair or distract the class as I sanitized my pencil. But she wouldn’t be there.

I drew more A’s. It was an old habit: A’s for my name when I got nervous. Which I was.

Germs freaked me out. Thinking about them always made me wash my hands. A lot. And it got worse when I was stressed or nervous about something—like starting middle school and finding out I’d pretty much be doing it without my best friend. My only friend. “It’s okay, Ana,” Lily said. She put her arm around me, careful not to touch me with her cookie-crumbed fingers. “I can walk you to your first class if you want. It’ll be okay.”

I just hoped she was right.


ANA MORGAN AND LILY CRAWFORD’S SOON-TO-BE-FAMOUS SPRINKLE-CAKE COOKIES

1 box yellow cake mix

2 eggs (wash shells beforehand)

⅓ cup oil

1½–4 tbsp water

2 tbsp rainbow sprinkles (using tweezers, pick out the red ones and throw them out)


1. Wash your hands with antibacterial soap. Sanitize all baking surfaces.

2. Preheat oven to 350° F.

3. Pour cake mix into a large, clean bowl.

4. Add eggs and oil to the bowl. Stir until blended.

5. Mix in just enough water so that the batter sticks together. Add sprinkles until the mix looks colorful.

6. Spoon tbsp amounts of dough onto an ungreased baking sheet. Bake for 9–11 minutes or until the edges are slightly golden.

7. Using a clean potholder, remove the cookie sheet from the oven. Place cookies on a rack and let cool.







Chapter 2

After Lily biked home, I added a couple of my own flourishes to our recipe in my binder. You can never use the words “wash,” “clean,” or “sanitize” too many times in a recipe.

Lily and I had been cooking together since the summer before second grade, when we’d met in Little Miss Cookie Camp. Right after meeting, we’d invented Apple-Pie Cookies together—we’d even sprinkled cheddar cheese on top, like they do in New England. Our counselor couldn’t believe that two seven-year-olds came up with the recipe, but we really did. And that had just been the start of our cooking careers.

Since then, we had invented over fifty recipes, all completely original and almost all delicious. We planned to use them for our sixth-grade Explorations Project—the only thing I was still looking forward to about school.

Explorations was kind of like a science fair, but you could do any kind of project you wanted to, like research a famous person or create a robot.

Our cookbook—and samples of our creations, of course—would definitely be everyone’s favorite project. Not only were our recipes yummy, but we had cool chapter titles like Noisy Snacks, Triangle Treats, and Skewered Specialties. We’d been planning our project for over a year.

As I closed my binder and caught sight of my school schedule on the table next to me, I sighed.

I unfolded the schedule to look at it again, hoping I’d misread it the first forty-three times. Nope—same classes. Same problem.

I looked around the kitchen. Mom and Dad would freak when they came in. But not because I had baked—they actually liked my creations. It was the cleanup that bothered them.

That day I’d used two types of disinfecting counter spray, about a quarter of a roll of paper towels, and four dishrags. I knew that when Dad came home and saw all the cleaning supplies out, he’d want to see my hands. The previous November, I had been so worried about a math test in school, my hands ended up so chapped and dry from washing them so much, he banned me from baking for a week. With middle school starting soon, my hands were once again on their way to Chapped City.

A few years before, Mom and Dad had made me see Dr. Taylor about my freaking-out/washing bonanzas, aka obsessive-compulsive disorder, or OCD for short. She had me do all sorts of stuff, like touch the floor with my bare hands without washing them afterward. She said that if I could handle super-extremely-gross things like that, I wouldn’t flip out with a hand-washing marathon after doing normal things like turning a doorknob.

I had gotten way better, but I knew I’d always have to push myself not to imagine twenty million what-ifs (as in, What if a germ speck lands on my hand when I’m washing them in a public bathroom and multiplies, causing me to die a long and painful death?)

Leaving my schedule on the table, I put the cleaners in the cabinet, shoved all the paper towels into the garbage with my foot, and hid the dishrags in the hamper. There—evidence gone.

I grabbed some grapes and went up to my room.

The minute I walked in I saw my guinea pig, Bernie Toast, sniff the air to see what I had with me.

I had gotten Bernie at an Adopt-a-Pet day at the local pet store three years ago. Mom and I had gone there to buy a goldfish—an animal that was constantly soaking in water seemed like the perfect germ-free pet—but the minute I saw Bernie Toast, I fell in love.

He’d been sitting there, a nameless guinea pig with wiry, pitch-black fur. He’d looked kind of like a big scouring pad with eyes. And he’d been staring at me, waiting for a home. At that moment, all my thoughts of washing and germs had disappeared.

And even though I often washed my hands at the thought of someone sneezing, holding Bernie had never seemed to bother me one bit. Lily was the only one who understood that.

“Maybe you’re immune to his germs, kind of like a coat of armor,” she had said when she first met him.

It made total sense: Bernie was my safety shield against all my worries.

“Hey, Bernie,” I said, putting a grape into his cage and saving a few for myself. “Middle school starts tomorrow.”

He blinked.

“What if my OCD makes me do something weird, like wash all my pencils in the bathroom? People will totally make fun of me.” I popped a grape into my mouth. “And Lily’s not in any of my classes, except lunch.” I sighed and sat down on my bed. “I don’t know what to do.”

Bernie nibbled away on his grape, like he was giving it some thought. I did the same.

Bernie couldn’t keep me safe from my worries at school. And now, Lily couldn’t either. What was I going to do?



Chapter 3

The next morning, I got up before the alarm even went off.

I had laid out clothes the night before. Usually I had plenty of time in the morning, but sometimes my OCD got in the way, so I had wanted to be prepared. I smoothed out my plain blue T-shirt on my bed. I hoped that was the sort of thing other people would be wearing, too—or at least that I could just blend in wearing it. I slowly got dressed.

After I pulled my hair back into a ponytail, I gulped and said, “Bernie, today’s the big day.”

He grunted as if to say, “No worries.”

I hoped he was right.

I packed up my lunch, a recipe I had come up with over the summer: Back-to-School Pad-Thai Tuna Sandwich. Peanut butter and tuna made for a surprisingly delicious combination. Maybe this could be a good day after all.

But as I walked to the corner to meet Lily, all my panic returned. Even she seemed nervous, pulling on a blond, noodle-like curl and letting it spring back, again and again.

“I’m so nervous—but excited too, right?” she said.

“I guess,” I answered.

After we walked in silence for a block, Lily got me talking about how to make our Sprinkle-Cake Cookies even better, and I began to relax.

But Jefferson Middle School was only five blocks from our block. We made it in less time than it took to scramble an egg.

Think about Bernie, I reminded myself. I pictured him looking up at me with his no-worries smile, and I was able to breathe naturally again. Until the first bell rang.

Everyone tried funneling through the doors at once. Just as I made it up to the entrance, someone gripped my arm with a slimy hand and cut in front of me, leaving a clammy cold spot where we’d touched. Ewww. Luckily I had my antibacterial hand sanitizer for these kinds of emergencies. I stopped to squirt some into my palm and rub it on my arm. But when I looked up, Lily had disappeared, swept away in the current of students.

“Lily!” I shouted.

“Ana! Find me at lunch!” she yelled back from somewhere in the crowd.

Finally, I saw her light curls springing up and down as she was pulled through the hallway.

After breaking free of the crowd, I trudged up the stairs to the second floor, looking at the map I had printed of the school and trying to remember where my first-period classroom was.

On the way, I passed a door with a sign that read WHAT’S COOKIN’ IN MS. MEYER’S ROOM? and felt a pang of jealousy.

But maybe Mr. Creed would be into cooking, too. Maybe he was a former chef. A former pastry chef.

As I passed Ms. Meyer’s classroom, I could see Lily inside already. She was deep in conversation with some girl who had a pink stripe in her hair. As I watched, they both laughed like they’d known each other for years.

I hadn’t even found my classroom, and I’d already been replaced by a pink skunk.

Finally I reached Mr. Creed’s room. The sign on the door said MR. CREED. ROOM 14. MIND YOUR MANNERS.

As I walked into the room and found a seat, I tried to tell myself to stay positive. Even if Lily wasn’t in my class, there had to be other kids I knew from my elementary school in it, right?

Lily and I had been so close for so long, I hadn’t ever needed to get to know the other girls from elementary school. And I guess part of me had always been afraid of what they’d think about my OCD.

But as others came in, I still hoped to see someone I knew—someone to at least say hi to.

No one.

I pushed a loose strand of hair behind my ears and smoothed out the back of my ponytail. All the other girls had fancy hairstyles—complicated braids or blond highlights. My hair was brown and straight and usually pulled out of the way so it wouldn’t get dirty or fall into my food as I was making it. Lily once told me its color and silky texture reminded her of chocolate mousse. But she could make anything sound delicious.

The bell signaling the start of class rang, and a couple more kids flew through the door.

“I made it, Mr. Creed,” shouted a boy with an earring. “I’m not late, right?”

That’s when I noticed that the teacher was already in the front of the room. He had his back to us and was writing a list of Do Not’s on the chalkboard. He stopped writing DO NOT COUGH LOUDLY to say, “You are late. Rule number seven: Do not be tardy.”

Mr. Creed wrote one more rule on the board, then turned to face us. We all stopped talking.

“Good morning,” he said. “I am Mr. Creed.”

Mr. Creed looked like a tall Munchkin from The Wizard of Oz. He had one of those curly mustaches, and the top of his head was bald. So much for Lily’s theory that he’d be cute.

He walked between our desks with his hands behind his back, barely clasped together around his tomato-shaped body. “Just because you are sixth graders, and thus new to Jefferson Middle School, does not mean I will take pity on you. Now—”

Just then the classroom door creaked open, and we all turned to look. A girl wearing cargo pants, a thick hoodie with the words HUSKY POWERED on it, and furry brown boots walked in. A couple people snickered; everyone else had on shorts and sandals. She took her time closing the door as we all stared.

“I am so glad you decided to show up today,” Mr. Creed said. “What is your name?”

“Dasher Hopkins,” the girl said, her nervous smile revealing a mouth full of metal braces.

“Dasher?” Mr. Creed said.

“Like the reindeer?” a boy in the back row blurted. “Sweet!”

The class laughed until Mr. Creed cleared his throat.

“Well,” she continued, “my name is actually Dana, but everyone calls me Dasher.” She smiled again.

Mr. Creed picked up a clipboard on his desk. “Yes, Ms. Hopkins, you are in this class. And the roster lists you as Dana, so that is how I will refer to you.”

There were more muffled laughs, and I sank lower in my seat, hoping Mr. Creed wouldn’t find something I was doing wrong, too. I would die if my teacher yelled at me on the first day.

“You are late. Find a seat so I can continue.”

“Oh, okay,” Dasher said, looking around. There were three empty desks left, and two of them had other kids’ stuff on them. The last was next to me. She slid into the chair.

I peered over at her. Her face was covered in freckles—like someone had sprinkled her with paprika—and she had long, messy, pecan-colored hair. She opened her notebook and began doodling as Mr. Creed kept writing rules: RULE NUMBER ELEVEN: DO NOT USE CONTRACTIONS IN MY CLASSROOM.

After getting our locker assignments, Mr. Creed had us take turns reading aloud from the school handbook. I glanced over at Dasher again. She appeared deep in thought . . . WITH HER PENCIL IN HER MOUTH. Yuck! Didn’t she know anything about how communicable diseases spread?

Finally the bell rang.

“I expect that, by tomorrow, tardiness will not be an issue,” Mr. Creed said. “You are dismissed.”

As I walked out the door, I let out the breath I’d been holding.

But then I felt a hand on my arm and someone said, “Wait!”

I spun around to see Dasher standing there, her hand still on me. I smiled as if it didn’t bother me, but she moved her hand away anyway.

“Did I miss anything when I was late?” she asked.

“I don’t know, but I think everything’s in the packet he gave us,” I said, holding up the thick handout. Across the top, it read ENGLISH EXPECTATIONS.

“Gotcha. Thanks. Pretty intense teacher, if you ask me.”

“Yeah. I—” I almost told her how nervous Mr. Creed made me. But what if she laughed at me? “Never mind.”

She looked down at her schedule. “What period do you have lunch?”

“Fifth.”

“Me too!” she squealed. “Maybe I’ll see you then. Shoot—gym’s on the other end of the school. Better go. See ya!” She sprinted off.

I looked down at my schedule: Math. Alone, of course. I trudged down the hall.

[image: image]

I could feel my shoulders relax for the first time all day when I spotted Lily waiting for me outside the cafeteria, fixing her makeup in her little powder mirror.

“Finally!” I said. “It felt like I’d never see you again!”

“I know. Crazy, huh? I am starving with a capital S,” she said, putting her mirror in her purse. “Did you see what’s for lunch? I didn’t have time to make one.”

“Seriously? Meat loaf?” I said when we got in the lunch line. If I were in charge of school lunches, I would’ve created a dish with a catchy name, like Have a ‘Souper’ First Day Back!, and served Lily’s and my ¡Taco Soup! Instead, the meat glistening under the heat lamps smelled horrible. Even worse, it had a rusty tinge and a thick red glaze on top. Ketchup.

I shuddered. I hated red foods almost as much as I hated germs. What do ketchup, red jelly, and spaghetti sauce all resemble? Hint: it starts with b and ends with l-o-o-d.

Lily poked me. “You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said, have you?”

“Sorry.” I motioned to the hunks of meat. “I was distracted.”

“Didn’t you bring your lunch?” she asked.

“Yeah, but are you going to eat it?”

Lily sighed. “Fine, I won’t get it. But only because it looks gross, anyway.” She grabbed a tray and put a banana on it. “And you have to share some of your lunch.”

“Deal.”

We sat down at one of the long cafeteria tables. The floor was dusted with litter dropped by the lunchers before us: scraps of bread crusts, splotches of purple jelly, and even a Frisbee of bologna.

I sanitized my hands before pulling out my sandwich and handing half to Lily.

“Thanks,” Lily said with a mouth full of banana. “Hey! There’s Via. She’s in my math class.” She waved and called “Via!” as I turned to look.

It was the girl with pink hair. Who was now walking over.

“Hi, Lil,” she said, dropping her tray on the table.

Meat loaf.

Lily motioned at me. “This is Ana.”

I plastered a smile on my face.

“Can I sit here?” the girl—Via—asked, and she sat down without waiting for an answer. “I’m Via, BTW,” she said to me as she opened her carton of milk.

“Love your nails. And your rings,” Lily gushed. Via’s short fingernails were painted lime green, and she had a ring on each finger.

“Thanks. Did you guys meet today?” she asked us.

“No, we’ve been best friends since second grade,” I said, thinking Lily would pipe in. But she was too busy still admiring Via’s rings.

“All my old friends went to Lincoln instead of Jefferson,” Via said, like it was no big deal.

I would’ve freaked if Lily and I had to go to different schools.

“Wow, those are some major boots over there,” Via said, pointing.

I looked up. “That’s Dasher,” I said. “She’s in one of my classes.”

“Dasher? Like the reindeer?” Via asked.

Dasher looked around the cafeteria for a long time, holding her lunch tray, before sitting down by herself at the end of a table.

“I think she just moved here from Alaska over the summer,” I said. I had overheard her telling one of the girls that while we were putting our things in our lockers.

“She must not have known it’d be eighty degrees out here,” Lily said.

“I could totally give her a fall makeover,” Via said. “You know, plaid skirt, black army boots, faux glasses . . .” She began cutting into her soggy meat loaf with a spork. Gross, gross, gross. I put my back to her a little so I wouldn’t gag.

“What? Do I have a something coming out of my nose?” She wiped at it with her hand.

“No, no. Ana just has issues with red foods,” Lily said, like I was being rude.

I almost choked on my sandwich. I couldn’t believe Lily would say that to a complete stranger. My red food thing was top secret. It’s not like I could help it—it’s part of my disorder.

“You have a problem with red foods?” Via asked.

“Yeah. Uh, I don’t eat them.”

“Even ketchup?” Via asked. “I looove ketchup!” To prove it, she stuck her finger in the meat loaf glaze and licked it off.

I turned even more and tried to picture something else. Bernie Toast eating a piece of lettuce . . . A hot fudge sundae with black-licorice relish . . .

“Well,” Via began, “at least my lunch is better than what someone else is eating. It smells like a dead fish in here.”

I spun around to face her. “It’s a Pad-Thai Tuna Sandwich. I created it. And yes, it has albacore tuna in it.”

“Whoops,” Via said, giggling. “Sorry. My bad.”

“Ana’s really good at coming up with new recipes,” Lily said.

“For people or cats?” Via joked. “Speaking of cats, I found the cutest leopard-print tights at the mall yesterday.”

The rest of lunchtime, Lily and Via talked about fashion. I just nodded here and there as if I knew there was a difference between boyfriend-cut and slim-cut jeans. But I felt like I was in a fog—or invisible.

Finally, Via looked up at the clock. “’Bell’s about to ring. I have to give Lauren-from-Español my number, since Señora Richards confiscated her phone during class.” She got up. “See you in math tomorrow, Lily. Bye . . . what was your name again?”

“Ana,” I said, a little too quietly.

“Wha?”

“Ana,” Lily said as if she were my mother.

Via walked over to the garbage and tossed what remained of her hunk of bloody meat.

“Omigod. I can’t believe you said that to Via about your sandwich,” Lily said. “She’s so nice.”

OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
Cookie
Cutters g
Sled Runner:





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
ookie
Cgtters &

Sled Runners

Natalie Rompella

Sky Pony Press
New York





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
tye{imm-&snd dash of race-] pa.ced excitement!”
e Secret Cookie Club st

l.

e “'kle |
Cutters &

Natalie Rompella





OEBPS/Images/common.jpg





